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Herbarium Specimen Painting 
Watercolour on paper 533cm x 57cm   
 
The Herbarium Specimen Painting combines art and science. The painting depicts one or 
more specimens to represent each flowering plant family (506) presented in order 
according to a contemporary DNA based classification system. Each specimen was 
carefully selected to illustrate its family’s diagnostic character (the feature which set it 
apart from others) in order that the family, genus and possibly the species may be instantly 
recognisable. The painting was created within the herbarium (dried plant collection) at the 
Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew. The artist chooses to illustrate herbarium specimens, rather 
than live plant material, due to their extraordinary aesthetic qualities and their narrative 
ability arising from an intrinsic connection to a collector, a place and a point in time.   
 
To construct a scientific framework for the painting the artist followed the classification 
system used in the book ‘Flowering Plants of the World’ (Heywood, 2007). This 
classification system is based on DNA findings and can be followed visually through the 
painting starting from the bottom left hand corner moving up and then down weaving 
through whole composition left to right. There are numbered diagrammatic keys available 
to identify each specimen which are sequenced in the same order as the classification 
system.  
 
The painting was produced on seven panels for practical reasons. It took 766 days to 
complete and can viewed on several levels. The painting is a visual depiction of a 
contemporary classification system and it also highlights herbarium specimens as beautiful 
aesthetic objects. In addition the painting records important, interesting or unusual 
scientists/ expeditions/ events through careful specimen selection. It is intended that the 
painting will raise public awareness of the purpose and importance of the herbarium at the 
Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew and its rich history. 
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Diagrammatic key to the ‘Herbarium Specimen Painting’ 
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